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Abstract 

Central Elementary faculty and staff participated in a survey to address our campus needs for 

improving Professional Learning Communities (PLCs).  The results of the survey revealed that 

many participants did not feel supported in their classroom and many participants did not find 

value in our current PLCs.  For six months, our campus participated in an Action Inquiry to 

answer the question:  What can we do to make PLCs more relevant and effective on our campus?  

In order to implement and evaluate this Action Inquiry, we used tools and improvement 

sustainment methods outlined in Examining what we do to improve our schools: 8 steps to 

improve our schools (Harris 2010, pp.94-99). 

 Keywords:  action, campus, collaboration, improvement, inquiry, professional learning 

communities, PLCs 
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What can we do to make PLCs more relevant and effective on our campus? 

  

 According to results from a survey, many Central Elementary staff members did not feel 

supported in their classroom and many participants did not find value in our current PLCs.  

Many participants felt strategies discussed during PLCs were not modeled to an extent at which 

they felt comfortable using in their own classroom.  Participants also stated they lacked in class 

support to implement strategies discussed during PLCs, therefore devaluing the PLC learning 

opportunities. 

 Our goal was to find ways to make our Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) more 

relevant and effective.  We wanted all members to actively share, participate, and lead PLCs.  

We also wanted our campus to have the shared vision that effective PLCs will increase student 

achievement and allow educators to grow professionally.  The goal of our PLCs is to enhance 

our effectiveness as professionals so that students benefit. 

 Rosenholtz (1989) addressed how teachers' workplace factors affected the teaching 

quality.  Rosenholtz noted that teachers who felt supported in their own lifelong learning and 

classroom practice were more devoted and effective than those who did not receive such 

affirmation.  McLaughlin and Talbert (1993) confirmed Rosenholtz's findings, suggesting that 

when teachers had opportunities for collaborative inquiry they were able to develop and share 

acuity garnered from their experience.  Dana (2009) further emphasizes how PLCs enhance the 

possibilities for conducting action inquiry and cultivates a community of action inquirers.  The 

“action” in “action inquiry” produces participation, ownership, and results. 
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 Dana focuses on four critical tasks that an action inquirer must perform while sharing the 

action research plan (Dana, 2009, p. 163).  The first step is providing background knowledge.  

Background knowledge allows others to understand your purpose or reason for the action 

inquiry.  The second step is to share the “design” of your inquiry.  Sharing the “design” allows 

others to understand the procedures and data used for the inquiry.  The first two steps open the 

door for the third step of supporting your statements.  The implementation of these four critical 

tasks allows others to learn from your research and formulate their own action inquiries.  Their 

action inquiries will prompt further research, thus continuing the collaboration amongst peers.  

This cycle allows us to be continuous life-long learners and action inquirers. 
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Method 

Participants 

   Our campus is a 3
rd

-5
th

 grade campus with approximately 550 students.  Our action 

inquiry included a group of campus staff members.  We had 21 out of 38 staff members actively 

participate in the action inquiry.  The participants included male and female Latinos, Caucasians, 

and African Americans.  The participants’ age range was 23-72 years old.  The participants had a 

wide range of teaching experience and years in the education profession.  The participants’ years 

of teaching experience ranged from 1-32 years.  The participants’ years on our campus ranged 

from 1-23 years.  The participants also had a wide range of grade level and content area 

experience.  The grade level experience ranged from PK-12. 

 Our Action Inquiry did not directly involve students or community members.  Although 

some staff members actually live in our local community, we did not directly involve anyone that 

was not a member of the Central Elementary staff.  

Setting 

 The action inquiry activities and procedures took place during Content Area Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs) at Central Elementary.  Our PLCs were held bi-monthly after 

school.  Participants met from 3:15 p.m. to 4:00 p.m. in their content leader’s room.  The content 

areas were math, reading, science, and social studies.  The action inquiry activities and strategies 

were then extended into some of the classrooms on our campus.  Some of the classrooms 

benefited from our Action Inquiry, because their teacher chose to remain actively involved in the 

Action Inquiry. 
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Procedures 

 We began our action inquiry by organizing roles, responsibilities, materials, and timelines 

for implementation of the activities outline in our inquiry.  In organizing and managing our 

inquiry, we used tools and improvement sustainment methods outlined in Examining what we do 

to improve our schools: 8 steps to improve our schools (Harris 2010, pp.94-99).  As shown in 

Table 1, we developed an Action Inquiry Plan for improving PLCs on our campus. 

Table 1 

Improving PLCs:  Our Action Inquiry Plan 

Action Inquiry:  What can we do to make PLCs more relevant 

and effective on our campus? 

Goal:  Our goal is to find ways to make our Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) more 

relevant and effective.  We want all members to actively share, participate, and lead PLCs.  We 

also want our campus to have the shared vision that effective PLCs will increase student 

achievement and allow educators to grow professionally.  The goal of our PLCs is to enhance 

our effectiveness as professionals so that students benefit.  Action Inquiry:  What can we do 

to make PLCs more relevant and effective on our campus? 

Rationale:  Rosenholtz (1989) addressed how teachers' workplace factors affected the 

teaching quality.  Rosenholtz noted that teachers who felt supported in their own lifelong 

learning and classroom practice were more devoted and effective than those who did not receive 

such affirmation.  McLaughlin and Talbert (1993) confirmed Rosenholtz's findings, suggesting 

that when teachers had opportunities for collaborative inquiry they were able to develop and 

share acuity garnered from their experience.  Dana (2009) further emphasizes how PLCs 

enhance the possibilities for conducting action inquiry and cultivates a community of action 

inquirers.  The “action” in “action inquiry” produces participation, ownership, and results. 

In order to implement and evaluate this Action Inquiry, we will use tools and improvement 

sustainment methods outlined in Examining what we do to improve our schools: 8 steps to 

improve our schools (Harris 2010, pp.94-99). 
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Action Steps(s): Person(s) 

Responsible: 

Timeline: 

Start/End 

Needed 

Resources 

Evaluation 

Analyze the 

impact of our 

current PLCs to 

discover what is 

effective and 

ineffective.  

Allow teachers to 

engage in self-

reflection 

regarding their 

contributions to 

PLCs and ways to 

make PLCS more 

relevant and 

effective to them. 

Participants:  

Faculty & Staff 

 

Facilitator:  

Amy Zbylut & 

Daniel Salinas 

November 

30, 2010 – 

December 3, 

2010 

Survey Monkey 

Computer & 

Access to the 

Internet 

Faculty & Staff 

(stakeholder 

participants) 

Results from the 

survey will be used 

to initiate our action 

inquiry on “What 

can we do to make 

PLCs more relevant 

and effective on our 

campus?” 
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Establish routines 

for collective 

inquiry that 

enables team 

members to 

develop new 

skills and 

capabilities that in 

turn lead to new 

experiences and 

awareness 

 

 

 

Amy Zbylut 

 

CILT Members 

 

PLC Members 

 

(Exclude 

administration, 

so educators 

can feel real 

ownership of 

the established 

routines) 

December 6, 

2010 – 

January 6, 

2011 

Paper 

Pencils 

Educator Voices:  

(In order to share 

and collaborate 

on relevant and 

effective routines 

and schedules for 

leading, 

presenting, & 

sharing at PLCs) 

Computer (To 

type final copy of 

routines and 

schedules) 

Email: 

(To disseminate 

final copy of 

routines and 

schedules) 

Rough Drafts that 

were created 

through PLCs will 

be used to create 

final copies of 

routines and 

schedules.  Each 

PLC Math, Science, 

Reading, Language 

Arts, & Social 

Studies may create 

their own or decide 

to use one for all 

content areas. 

Create PLC 

Norms based on 

what an effective 

PLC should look 

like or the 

mannerism in 

which it should 

operate 

 

 

 

Content Area 

PLC 

Chairperson 

December 6, 

2010 – 

January 6, 

2011 

Paper 

Pencils 

Educator Voices 

(In order to share 

and collaborate 

on relevant and 

effective PLC 

Norms to follow 

during PLCs) 

Computer (To 

type final copy of 

PLC Norms) 

Email:  

(To disseminate 

final copy of PLC 

Norms) 

PLC Norms will be 

followed and 

evaluated at future 

PLCs. 

Incorporate 

research based 

articles, videos,  

& book studies 

that allow our 

campus to 

implement what 

was learned 

Topics Include: 

Content Area 

PLC 

Chairperson 

 

Daniel Salinas 

Loretta Darden 

 

Amy Zbylut 

(Provide the 

December 

2010 –  

April 2011 

Research Based 

Articles 

Internet 

Paper 

Books 

Videos 

Money (Staff 

Development-

Line Code) 

Collaboration and 

discussion on 

research based 

articles, videos, and 

book studies.  

Applying what was 

learned to our 

classrooms and 

campus. 
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*Effective PLCs 

and their 

correlation to 

Student 

Achievement 

*Engaging 

students 

*Integrating 

Technology 

(Provide the skills 

or job-embedded 

professional 

development to 

allow teachers to 

implement 

technology) 

 

skills or job-

embedded 

professional 

development to 

allow teachers 

to implement 

technology) 

Discussing the 

effectiveness or 

ineffectiveness of 

what was applied 

from previous 

studies/PLCs. 

 

Use the Nominal 

Group Technique 

to analyze the 

impact of our 

changes to the 

PLCs to discover 

what was 

effective and 

ineffective.  

Identify concerns 

and routines that 

should be 

sustained for 

future PLCs.  

Address changes 

that should be in 

place for future 

PLCs. 

Participants:  

Faculty & Staff 

 

Facilitators: 

Amy Zbylut & 

Daniel Salinas 

May 2011 Nominal Group 

Technique tool 

 

Meeting Place for 

all staff members 

 

Faculty & Staff 

(stakeholder 

participants) 

The results from the 

Nominal Group 

Technique (NGT) 

activity will allow 

us to maintain the 

positive aspects of 

our action inquiry 

on PLCs and to 

initiate further 

action inquiry on 

“What other 

measures can we 

take to make PLCs 

more beneficial to 

educators and 

students?” 

 

Format based on Tool 7.1 from Examining What We Do to Improve Our Schools 

(Harris, Edmonson, and Combs, 2010) 

 After developing our plan, we orally presented the plan and disseminated hard and soft 

copies of the plan.  This allowed participants to have a guide and timeline for implementation of 

actions outlined in Table 1.  It also allowed the participants to focus on our goal for making 

PLCs more relevant and effective on our campus. 
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 After disseminating the Action Inquiry Plan, our participants worked collaboratively to 

complete each of the activities outlined in Table 1.  In completing each activity, we used the 

diversity of the participants to implement strategies that would serve the needs of students with 

special/exceptional needs and students with diverse backgrounds (cultural, ethnic, economic, 

and/or special interest groups).  After the completion of each activity outlined in Table 1, we 

would reflect on our success and areas that still needed improvement.  These reflections would 

occur formally in Grade Level, Faculty, and PLC meetings.  The reflections also occurred 

informally through email, phone, text messages, and face-to-face conversations. 
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Results 

 Our participants had the opportunity to participate in an online survey from 

www.surveymonkey.com during the beginning stages of our Action Inquiry.  The results of the 

survey allowed the participants to understand our reason for the need to make PLCs more 

relevant and effective on our campus.  As shown in Figures 1-5, the results of the survey showed 

a need for PLC improvement, staff motivation, and climate change on our campus. 

Figure 1  

Central Elementary PLC Survey Results:  Question 1 

 

 

 

  

http://www.surveymonkey.com/
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Figure 2 

Central Elementary PLC Survey Results:  Question 2 
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Figure 3 

Central Elementary PLC Survey Results:  Question 3 

  



What can we do to make PLCs more relevant and effective on our campus?  14 

Figure 4 

Central Elementary PLC Survey Results:  Question 4  
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Figure 5  

Central Elementary PLC Survey Results:  Question 5  



What can we do to make PLCs more relevant and effective on our campus?  16 

Figure 5 (Continued) 

Central Elementary PLC Survey Results:  Question 5 

  

 The results of the survey were shared with the entire staff through email and oral 

presentation during a Campus Instructional Leadership Team (CILT) meeting.  The CILT 

members shared the results with their grade level and PLCs.  After reviewing the results of the 

survey, the CILT members and principal were surprised that only 21 out of 38 staff members 

participated in the survey.  We had initially introduced the request to complete the survey 

through email and orally presented it at a faculty meeting.  During the duration of the survey 

window, we made morning and afternoon announcements reminding the staff to complete the 

survey.  We were surprised that only 55% of the staff members completed the survey.  The lack 
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of participation added to our conclusion that our campus was in need of PLC improvement, staff 

motivation, and change in climate. 

 As our campus continued the activities in our Action Inquiry, as shown in Table 1, we 

saw improvement in the structure of our PLCs.  PLCs became more focused and organized once 

group norms and procedures were in place, but we still struggled with active participation from 

some PLC participants.  Our improvement seemed to hit a roadblock with the same people 

presenting, sharing, modeling, and actively attending PLCs.  It seemed several staff members did 

not have a shared vision for improvement.  “Remember, having a shared vision is foundational 

before genuine school improvement can occur” (Combs, 2010, p. 4). 

 After completing the Nominal Group Survey and evaluating our 2011 TAKS results, our 

data showed that teachers who actively participated in the strategies shared during the PLCs had 

higher TAKS results than those who did not participate.  Data showed that student achievement 

was positively affected by their teacher’s involvement in PLCs.  The Nominal Group Survey at 

the end of our Action Inquiry also showed our campus had made PLCs more effective and 

relevant, but we still needed to work on other measures that would make PLCs more beneficial 

to educators and students. 
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Discussion 

 During our Action Inquiry, several participants read and discussed BJ Gallagher’s book 

Yes Lives in the Land of No: A Tale of Triumph Over Negativity.  At the beginning of this Action 

Inquiry, I felt like the narrator in this book.  I felt like I was venturing into the Land of No in 

search of Yes.  I learned by watching others and I embraced the enthusiasm of those who shared 

my vision to improve our campus PLCs.  Even though I was passionate about my cause, I feel 

that I did not effectively deal with some of the obstacles that I faced during this inquiry.  Much 

like the characters of this book, I became disillusioned by the continued resistance of some staff 

members.  In future Action Inquiries, I will continue to research ways that will make PLCs more 

beneficial to educators and students.  I want to persevere despite the “No” responses and succeed 

in finding the elusive “Yes”. 
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